Abstract
Introduction
There is a growing interest among researchers in the professional development of vocational student teachers. Studies show that learning to be a teacher is a long and dynamic process that begins early in the process of education. The research has deepened the understanding, how teacher´s identity develops, which kind of phases teachers confront on their career, and how their pedagogical and practical thinking develop. [1, 2, 3 .] The research has also contextualized the knowledge gained in various educational environments showing that pedagogical and professional knowledge are constructed through an active interaction with the context of individual, social and cultural processes and variances with time [4, 5, 6] .
Research has revealed that the teaching practice period is one of the most critical phases in professional development, and the guidance provided during this time plays a very important role in the whole of teacher education [7, 8] . Teaching practice guidance has a decisive impact on the development of the teacher's professional identity, which is critical to future work because the teacher's job includes continuous intellectual, social and emotional interaction with students, colleagues, parents and work life [9] .
In the research literature, there are numerous concepts and definitions used to describe teacher training guidance, such as mentoring. The terms 'cooperating teacher' and 'supervisor mentor' are also referred to frequently. In the field of teacher education, this diversity of terms is rooted in three sources: 1) various social positions from which supervisory activities can be undertaken, 2) the changed role expectations of mentor teachers and 3) diversity of terms used to refer to mentoring dialogues [10] . The common denominator of these definitions is that teacher training guidance is defined as the experienced teacher supervising the beginning teacher. The main goal is to support the development of the student teacher into an autonomous person [11] . In this study, the term 'mentor' implies an equal relationship between the mentor and student teacher. This research revealed that the mentors and mentees emphasize the importance of an equal and confidential atmosphere in the mentoring relationship [12] .
One important task of the mentor is to encourage the student teacher to reflect on his or her actions. Through reflection, a teacher consciously examines personal attitudes, values and knowledge. The teacher is able to come to a conclusion concerning the relevance of beliefs or supposed knowledge. Reflection has been recognised as an important factor in renewing adult learning, because it fosters change; and the central role of reflection in a teacher´s professional development has been established as valuable in the education field. By moving from reflection to critical reflection, teachers move from analysing a single aspect of a lesson to considering the ethical, social and political implications of teaching practice [2, 13] . Teacher training in many countries also emphasizes selfreflection. Kelchtermans and Hamilton [14] point out that the act of reflection should not be approached too narrowly, and that reflection should concern the values, norms, broad ethical and political aspects of teaching as well as the technical aspects.
This article focuses on vocational student teachers' mentoring experiences during the teaching practice. Vocational teachers are second-career teachers who have experience with working life and life in general. A vocational teacher already has a professional identity constructed through working in the particular occupation. Becoming a vocational teacher is a process of building a double identity. Lee [15] , in reference to Novak and Knowles, claimed that second-career teachers need mentoring and adjustment time the same as other novice teachers. So, mentoring is necessary during the teaching practice and can play an important role in professional development. This present study, then, asks the question: 'What is the significance of mentoring in the vocational student teachers' professional development?'
Context of the study
Industry, educational institutes and society at large continually change and renew the work and work-related needs of a vocational teacher. A modern teacher is expected to possess the extensive knowledge, versatility and ability necessary to react immediately to changing work situations. The vocational and higher education teacher is not only expected to be an expert in his or her own field but to be tutors and developers of new work-related practices. The demands are high: not only do these educators need professional expertise, willingness to do research, ability to innovate and passion for developing new solutions but also international networking skills. The teacher must also be responsibility for his or her work, maintain workrelated ethical principles and mentor the students' ethical development [16] .
The path leading to vocational teacherhood differs for example from the path of the primary or secondary school teacher. In the case of Finland, the general entrance requirement for vocational teacher education is a master's degree or the highest vocational degree in the major subject with three years of work experience in the field. Often, a vocational student teacher is embarking on a second or even third career. These teachers have deep knowledge in their respective fields and have often completed the master's or doctoral thesis. One result of the high entrance demands is that the average age of the teacher student is 40 years. To become a vocational teacher means combining two fields of expertise; expertise in a specific field and in education.
The first phase of the research project
This mentoring project began in 2009 and was designed and carried out in Finland at the School of Vocational Teacher Education, a unit of the Oulu University of Applied Sciences. The first phase was completed between 2009 and 2012. The study clearly demonstrated that the mentoring process was perceived as rewarding. Both the mentors and mentees emphasized the importance of an equal and confidential atmosphere. Also, the mentoring process was connected to personal and professional growth. For example, the mentors reported that their own subject-based knowledge developed in the course of mentoring. Mentees claimed that mentoring inspired them to analyse their pedagogical behaviours [12] . The results have encouraged us to develop mentoring more towards dialogicality and to pay attention to mentor education. The results also revealed the importance of collecting new data from vocational student teachers, which became the foundation of the second phase of this present project. The aim of this research was to understand vocational student teachers' mentoring experiences in the teaching practice.
Teaching practice as part of teachers' pedagogical studies
The School of Vocational Teacher Education offers pedagogical studies of 60 ECTS. The curriculum is based on the work and development of a vocational teacher and the teacher's professional skills. The objective of the curriculum, in content and form, is to promote the development of a teacher as an expert in pedagogy [12] . Teaching practice is an important part of pedagogical studies. Throughout the teaching practice period, the students may use the skills learned in the previous vocational pedagogical studies and may work mutually with other students in the work community. In the curriculum, the teaching practice period is 13 ECTS (Figure 1 ).
Figure 1. Teacher´s pedagogical studies
During the pedagogical studies, a student teacher gains insight into the teaching profession through teaching practice period. The main targets of the practice are:
-to provide an opportunity to apply pedagogical knowledge and skills in practice -to enable the student teacher to design, carry out and evaluate the teaching methods -to help the student teacher understand his/her role in the whole of the profession To succeed in achieving the targets, a student teacher is provided with a mentor during the practice period.
In this study, a mentor is the teaching practice supervisor who has been chosen among the teachers at the institution involved to support the practicing student teacher. The mentor works as a full-time teacher, and is a qualified with many years of teaching experience. The mentor shares a number of lessons or other teaching projects with the student teacher, who is responsible for the agreed-upon unit of lessons. The mentor teacher supports the student teacher in planning, implementation and student evaluations. The role of the mentor is -to assist the student teacher in the interpretation of student behaviours and to help him/her discover how to promote and guide the students' learning processes.
-to familiarize the student teacher with the culture, habits and learning environments of the school.
-to familiarize the student teacher with the student group's learning and working processes.
-to support the planning and implementation and approve a core plan for the module that the student teacher will teach.
-to give feedback and a developmental discussion after each teaching lessons and at the end of teaching practice.
-to compose a written evaluation at the end of teaching practice.
Method
This is a qualitative study, whose aim is to describe and understand a phenomenon; the study does not seek to provide causal explanations. The interest of the study is to understand the experiences of student teachers. A qualitative analysis was used to uncover the themes and subcategories that emerged from the text [17] .
In order to achieve authentic descriptions of informants' experiences, group discussion was used for data collection. The group discussion was designed to explore student teachers' experiences concerning the supervision of the teaching practice. The group discussion resembled the focus group method. Kitzinger [18] defines the focus group method as a form of group interviewing that capitalises on communication between research participants to generate data. The focus group method is an efficient way to collect data from several people simultaneously. There are also more significant benefits to using this method. It enables group processes to emerge, which can help the student teacher explore his or her views in ways that would be less accessible in a one-on-one interview. Participants are also able to explore issues of personal importance using their own vocabularies, generating their own questions and pursuing their own priorities. The group process, however, is not only about consensus. Differences between individuals within the group are equally important [17, 18] .
Data collection
The research participants consisted of 21 vocational student teachers, including 12 female and 9 male student teachers representing different occupational fields. The amount of prior teaching experience varied. Some participants had been working as teachers for several years, and some had no experience at all. When the data was gathered, the student teachers had completed their teaching practices. They had all practiced in different vocational schools or universities of applied sciences. Each student teacher had his or her own mentor.
To generate the most authentic data, the researchers were not present during the group discussions. Though the researchers were not able to ensure that the provided themes were discussed, it was considered more important that the researchers couldn't suggest any topics or lead the discussion anyhow. It was considered important that student teachers had a possibility to tell their experiences as widely as they wanted without the influence of the researchers.
The data was collected from five group discussions held from 2012 to 2013. The group discussions were organised by the researchers. Each group included four to five student teachers. The participation to the group discussion was voluntary. Group discussions took place in a seminar, which is part of the student teachers´ pedagogical studies and were designed to reflect the teaching practice. The seminars were organized after teaching practice. The two researchers gathered data from their respective seminars. The aim of the group discussions was to explore the student teachers' experiences during the supervision of teaching practice.
Each group was given written instructions. The participants were advised to discuss the themes freely but to be sure all the themes were part of the discourse. The aim of the study was explained and the six open questions concerning guidance during the teaching practice were provided. The questions were:
-How did you experience the guidance during your teaching practice? -What was the significance of mentoring for your professional development? -What kind of needs did you have towards mentoring, and how did the mentoring meet your expectations? -What was the best experience in mentoring? -Which kind of role did you have in mentoring? -What else would you like to tell about mentoring? Each group recorded the discussion, which lasted from 40 to 60 minutes. Some discussions were informal, while some were structured, approaching the questions in order. All the groups discussed all the themes and questions.
Data analysis
The group discussions were transcribed by the researchers. For the data analyses, the researchers first explored their own data. After reading the material carefully, the researchers investigated and discussed the emerging themes. The data were subjected to cross analysis by both researchers, and common themes were extracted.
Step-by-step data analysis: 1) Discussions from the seminars were transcribed by one researcher 2) First analysis of the data was made by the same researcher 3) Joint discussion was held to compare the themes 4) Similar themes were identified for further analysis and named 5) Cross analysis of data was conducted 6) Final themes were extracted.
Results

Individual guidance needs
This research indicated that guidance needs varied among student teachers. Each student teacher was at a different stage in the journey to become a competent teacher, and therefore each required personalized guidance. For example, one student teacher described the experience of being in front of the class for the very first time:
'
I turned to the mentor many times during the lesson. I asked her opinion when I felt that I lost the point in my teaching.'
This kind of need is typical for a student teacher, who has no previous or only little experience in teaching. Also, Hennissen et al. [19] point out that beginning teachers need support in the form of task assistance to help them refine their teaching skills. This type of support includes the provision of feedback, information and practical advice, and questions and discussion topics concerning teaching. The emphasis is on the practicality of the discussion and advice [19] .
For some of the student teachers, the availability of the mentor and the knowledge that the support was continuously available were of prime importance during all phases of the teaching practice. One student teacher said:
' Regardless of a student teachers' previous teaching experience, there was one common element that connected them: the student teachers sought help on their own and turned to their mentors when they needed guidance. It seems that a student teacher's self-directive and the ability to seek help when it is needed is an essential prerequisite for a successful teaching practice. One characteristic of true selfdirectiveness is that guidance is sought at the right moment.
A teacher's professional growth is a long process, and it can be supported by a successful mentoring relationship right from the start. However, it is crucial to understand [20] that there is no single mentoring approach that will work in the same way for every mentee in every context. Thus, the development of a diverse and individualized mentoring style that incorporates the mentees' personal needs is an important challenge for mentors.
Communal experience
Another interesting result concerns the educational institution's working environment. In this research, working environment is defined as the social, pedagogical, developmental and physical contexts of the institution in which teaching and learning occur [7] . The student teachers' experiences The following discussion between two student teachers illustrates, how they compared their experiences in group discussions and noticed that there were big differences between educational environments. The differences came out as attitudes that the environment reflected.
- The discussion above also illustrates that not every student teachers felt supported by the management. Some reported that the actions of the other teachers and the management, in fact, had hindered their successful teaching practice.
When considering the success of the student teacher and the teaching practice process as a whole, the attitudes emanating from the educational environment and the people working in it have significant impact. Huang and Waxman [7] point out that the school environment is where the student teacher engages in practical matters. If he or she feels accepted into this environment, it will strengthen the commitment to the teaching profession.
The student teachers expected their mentors to introduce them to the school environment broadly. Again, self-directed student teachers were able to do this independently:
-I think I learned more from other teachers than from my mentor. I got into the staff.
-It was an important act from your mentor that he took the responsibility and helped you with that.
-No, the mentor didn't do that. I took the responsibility myself. In this present study, the significance of a supportive environment was apparent. A supportive atmosphere and open access to the school culture facilitated student teacher´s actions and performance. Furthermore, this study showed the importance of the student teacher's active role in the environment. The self-directive of a student teacher manifested in the ability to seek appropriate guidance from the appointed mentor as well as other teachers in the school.
Reflection of results
These examples and other findings in the data demonstrate how important it is for a mentor to understand the situation and the background of a student teacher. A mentor should be sensitive to the student teacher's needs and be able to offer professional guidance at the right moment, and a mentor should help the student teacher concentrate on the most relevant issues. Some student teachers may ask simple questions on how to organise the lesson and some may require help to reflect on more basic values in teaching and learning. Also Aaltonen [4] points out the same kind of notion and claims that understanding teaching in context and rebuilding pedagogical thinking requires many kinds of reflection.
In the research literature, there are various terms denoting a mentoring process in the field of teacher education. Booth [21] presents three areas where student teachers emphasised characteristics of successful mentoring. It is interesting to compare his classification to the findings of ongoing study. First, Booth describes general support, which includes accessibility of the mentor, sympathetic and positive support and time spent on mentoring. The quality of general support in a good mentor was also a theme in this study and was clearly appreciated among the participants.
Booth's second area is the extent to which mentors aided students' professional development. Students valued mentors who treated them as professionals and adopted a less directive counselling style. They also appreciated the opportunity to set part of the mentor-student discussion agenda. Comparing Booth's classification to the findings of this study, these features were especially appreciated by those student teachers who had worked for several years in a teaching profession. These student teachers had passed the 'survival' period of professional development and needed support in deeper reflection. The difference to the Booth's third area is clear, where emphasis is on the practicality of the mentor-student discussion and the advice offered therein [19, 21] . This kind of mentoring is typically hoped in the beginning of teaching practice.
An interesting phenomenon emerged in conjunction with the role of the school community in the teaching practice. The active or self-directed student teachers widely sought guidance and support. For them, it was possible to have various reflective discussions, which was critical to these student teachers' development.
Much of the research in the last decade has focused on the importance of communities of practice in teacher learning, but the emphasis has been on individual teacher reflection in many cases. There are consequences of focusing on individual teacher reflection and the lack of attention of the social context of teaching and teacher development. One of these consequences has been that teachers might come to see their problems as their own [22] . According to Dobber et al. [23] , the possibility of developing so-called community competence, that is, the ability to establish, maintain and develop relationships with other professionals as a basis for a professional learning and working culture in the school, enables beginning teachers to work as socially engaged professionals once they enter the profession.
The results from this study show that, regardless of a student teacher's needs and background, his or her self-confidence as a teacher is connected to positive and constructive feedback from a mentor. A student teacher's perception of belonging to the school community was positively associated with professional development as vocational teachers.
Conclusion
The student teachers' self-directive and communal experience are intertwined, with selfdirective influencing significantly to the amount and quality of the guidance that the student teacher receives. Those, who were self-directive sought guidance extensively when it was appropriate, while the others remained even in an unsatisfactory situation. This result suggested that the way the relationship between the mentor and student teacher was experienced was of great importance. According to previous work in this project [12] , the successful mentoring relationship was defined equally and dialogically by both mentors and student teachers. Also, the desire for a confidential atmosphere in mentoring was expressed. This enabled the partners to construct a new understanding of the realities of teaching as well as personal and professional growth.
At its best, mentoring is a two-way learning process where the mentee takes also a responsibility for his or her personal and professional development and career advancement. It is aimed towards making the mentee self-resourceful. This view of mentoring emphasises the experience gap rather than the status gap [24] . Though the student teacher may be less experienced than the mentor in the teaching profession, he or she brings competence in other important areas related to the past professional life. Student teachers' trust and confidence in this personal competence should be reinforced during teacher education.
Furthermore, it is crucial that teacher educators co-operate with mentors and encourage them to approach the mentor role in a broad way concerning the institution's working environment. This includes especially helping the student teacher foster relationships with other teachers and school staff.
Teaching practice is arguably the most anticipated period among student teachers, and it is the most rewarding period during pedagogical studies. Good experiences during these studies correlate with a proficient mentoring experience during the practice. Good mentoring involves the right kind of guidance at the right time.
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